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Spring! The days begin to get
longer. Green grass and flowers
start popping up all over the place
and newborn babies are spotted
among many farm and wild
animals.

The earth is again energized
and full of life with these changes.

You look forward to playing outside in the great spring
breeze and anticipate the end of school.  As winter
gradually turns to spring, spend your time outdoors to
watch nature get into spring mode.

This edition of Continuing the Iowa Tradition is
full of ways to make your springtime a great time! It
has articles about how to make the most of your time
outdoors and be respectful of nature and ideas for
outdoor summer vacations for you and your family
right here in Iowa.

So, pull out your jackets and go for a hike on
one of the many trails across Iowa. Smell the spring air
and look for signs of spring. Listen to the birds chirp-
ing, and watch the geese returning. Do some spring
fishing. Check out the activities and hunting dates on
the calendar, so you can go experience these things
with your family, too.

As you explore the
outdoors this spring, make
these many events new
traditions. Ask others about
long-lasting traditions so
you can help preserve and
continue an Iowa legacy.

Take A Weekend Trip
Outdoors

With the arrival of spring, everyone want
to spend time outdoors. This year sit down with
your family and a map of Iowa to plan a week-
end outdoors. Make sure the weekend you plan
includes an activity for everyone.

Iowa is full of opportunities for fishing,
camping, hiking, biking, canoeing, or watching
wildlife. Listed below are a few areas in the
state to try.

Northwest Iowa
Stone State Park, Dorothy Pecaut Na-
ture Center, and the Big Sioux River

Enjoy the scenery of the Loess Hills
witha view of two neighboring states, South
Dakota and Nebraska. This park is known
nationally as an “Urban Wildlife Sanctuary” with
animals such as wild turkeys, white-tailed deer,
red fox, rufous-sided towhees, ovenbirds,
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Pawnee skipper and Olympia white butterflies.
Don’t forget a visit to the Dorothy Pecaut Nature
Center, which has a “walk-under” prairie dis-
play, a 400-gallon aquarium of native fish and
natural history dioramas. Then, spend the night
in the newly renovated campground, which has
30 campsites (9 with electric hook-ups).

If you like to canoe, save a day to paddle
down the Big Sioux River. This river empties
into the Missouri River at the junction of the
three states in Sioux City.
The river still follows its
original winding course
which makes for perfect
canoeing conditions with
great scenery.

Southwest Iowa
Kellerton Grasslands Bird Conservation
Area and Lake of Three Fires State
Park

Have you ever seen a prairie chicken
boom?  Springtime is perfect to take a trip to
the Kelllerton Grasslands Bird Conservation
Area. Get up before sunrise, head to the bird

viewing blinds, and
watch the prairie chick-
ens dance. Even
though it is early, it will
definitely be worth it.

Ringgold County
has two trails to try out

for bikers and hikers. The Ringgold
Trailway and the Mapleleaf Pathway are short
trails you can bike out and back easily in an
afternoon. With the timber leafing out above
and the woodland wildflowers blooming below,
there is always something to see.

Horseriders should visit Lake of Three
Fires State Park with eight miles of marked
trails for hikers or horseback
riders. This park is one of
Southwest Iowa’s most
scenic parks and has newly
renovated cabins that can
be reserved.

North Central Iowa
The Iowa River, and Pine Lake Bike
Trails

Head to the Iowa River by Steamboat
Rock to go tubing.
There are businesses
located through the city
of Eldora where you can
rent tubes to float down
the river.  If your family
likes to canoe instead,
make sure you take an
anchor along because
the fishing is great on the river. You can catch
some great smallmouth bass from the put in at
Steamboat Rock to the take out at Pine Lake
State Park.

If you like to bike, the 50-mile route
Lake-to-Lake State Park Bike Route is a great
place to visit. It connects Pine Lake State Park
to George Wyth State Park. If this route is a bit
too long for you, you can bike the concrete bike
trail that starts at the Welcome Center in Eldora
and travels two and a half miles along both
lakes in the park.

South Central Iowa
Red Haw State Park and Lake Rathbun

Red Haw State Park is alive with color in
the spring and has many Eastern Redbuds, one
of the prettiest tress in Iowa. The park features
picnicking and camping; and on a warm day,
your family can take a dip in the 72-acre lake at
the beach area.

If you are really into
fishing, don’t miss out
on a short trip south to
fish Lake Rathbun,
one of the states
largest lakes. In the
spring, the shore-
line fishing is great
because a lot of smaller pan fish head close to
shore to lay their eggs for the year. You can
catch crappie and bluegills, and take them
home or back to a campfire for a great shore
lunch!
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Natural Area
Spotlight

Walnut Woods State
Park

“I consider Walnut Woods a hidden natural
secret for residents of Des Moines, West Des Moines,
and Iowans in general,” state Walnut Woods Park
Manager Tim Gedler.

He continues, “It is a quiet and peaceful park
close to major urban development providing visitors
with a great place to enjoy nature close to home. It is
also located within three miles of Interstate 35 and the
new state Highway 5 bypass and is, therefore, a great
place to camp for many travelers and visitors to Des
Moines.”

Compared to the many “high use” parks
around Des Moines, Walnut Woods’ 260 acres of
wooded bottomland along the Raccoon River south-
west of Des Moines is a well-kept secret.

The valley in which Walnut Woods is located
was created by the meandering of the Raccoon River.
Constant churning and washing removed tons of soil,
sand and gravel. In the mid-1980s, the riverbank was
protected by rock “riprap” and special jetties designed
to minimize erosion.

Within the park lies a large surviving natural
stand of walnut trees that claims to be the largest stand
in North America. More than 90 species of birds have
been identified along the numerous foot and bridle
trails throughout the park and along the river.

Many bald eagles and waterfowl are seen
from October to March. Birdwatching is at its peak in
the park during mid-April through the end of May and
late August through mid-October migration periods.
The bird observation blind and feeding station is a
great facility for viewing and photographing a variety
of birds all year long.

The park also offers great fishing and canoeing
opportunities and provides shaded picnic areas with
fire grills and tables. Many are located close to the
river for easy access to fishing. What better place to
observe all the wonders that nature has to offer!
Trails: 2½ miles of hiking trails; Equestrian
Campsites: 23; 8 with electrical hook-ups

 

 

Northeast Iowa
Maquoketa Caves State Park

If there is one trip you and your family will
want to take, it is to Maquoketa Caves State
Park. Caves, limestone outcroppings and
rugged bluffs provide opportunities for you to
explore geological formations created thou-
sands of years ago. There are 13 caves, some
of which can be explored by walking and others
by crawling. The 1,100 foot long Dancehall
Cave has concrete walkways and a lighting

system, but to really explore make
sure you bring two flashlights, old
clothes and shoes and a hard hat.

Hikers can enjoy the scenery
along six miles of trails with dra-
matic “Natural Bridge” which
stands nearly 50 feet above Rac-
coon Creek and the 17-ton “Bal-
anced Rock.”

Southeast Iowa
Wildcat Den State Park and the Missis-
sippi River

This park has a historic gristmill, used to
grind flour in the 1800’s. The Pine Creek Grist
Mill was built in 1848 by one of Muscatine’s first
pioneer settlers. It  has been restored and is
now grinding flour and corn for visitors on the
weekends. This park also has beautiful natural
features, too.

Trails will lead you past neat rock forma-
tions such as “Steamboat Rock,” “Devil’s Punch
Bowl” and “Fat Man’s Squeeze.”  This is also a
great park for birding in the spring, when the
migrating birds are traveling through to the
Northern United States.

Take your boat and leave Wildcat Den
State Park to head over to the Fairport Recre-
ation Area with the 42 electrical hook-up camp-
ground and two boat ramps with access to the
Mississippi River. If you
don’t have a boat, visit
one of the lock and
dams along the river to
watch the boats maneu-
ver through the system.
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Flying high

Stop. Look. Listen. What do you see? What
do you hear? Hopefully, you can see birds
flying all around you and hear the many

different sounds of
birds singing.

What’s so great
about birds?
They can fly for start-

ers. That alone is pretty impressive. They
also come in many sizes and colors and have
beaks and wings. Most importantly, though,
they have feathers. This is what separates
them from other animals.

All birds have feathers, and birds are the
only animals that do. Feathers serve a lot of
purposes for birds. Soft down keeps them
warm. Wing feathers help them fly, and tail
feathers help them steer. The color of their
feathers can help them hide or help them
find a mate.

What’s birding?
Birding is observing and identifying birds in
their natural surroundings.

Why watch birds?
Birds keep a pretty full schedule. If you
watch them long enough, you can see them
doing many different things. Can you spot
birds doing any of these things?

� Hunting for food
� Singing
� Attracting mates
� Protecting their territory

What you need to go birding?
You don’t need much. You need. . .

� Binoculars
� A good birding book

�Take a Backyard Bird Walk
�Beginner’s Guide to Birds

� Camera (optional)

 

Also, check out these websites to help you
identify birds and give you birding tips.

� http://www.birdwatching.com/
� http://www.iowabirds.org/
� http://www.iowabirding.com/
� http://www.birding.com/

wheretobird/Iowa.asp

How do I attract birds?
Birds have the same basic needs as people.
They need food, water and shelter. Here’s
how you can provide each of those things and
increase the number of birds in your yard.
You can find most of these things at any
local retail or hardware store.

� Food: Set up a bird feeder, and
fill it. Black-oil sunflower seed is
popular with many birds and works
in most feeders. Suet is really
popular with woodpeckers. In the
country, you can plant corn, sor-
ghum or another grain and leave it
standing through the cold, winter
months. Also, you can plant trees
and shrubs that produce nuts or
berries.

� Water:  Set up a birdbath.
Streams, ponds and ditches pro-
vide a year-round water source in
the wild, but clean birdbaths will
attract birds to your yard. A
birdbath with a recirculating pump
in the summer or a small heater in
the winter can entice birds that
would normally never visit your
feeders.

� Shelter: Set up a bird house.
Brushy areas, evergreens or dense
vegetation provide places to hide
and from winter storms, but bird
houses are also appealing.
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Buy your hunting and fishing
licenses on-line at
www.iowadnr.com.

Just click on Hunting Information
on the menu at the right and then

click on
Hunting/Trapping License Fees. 

 

 

Bird Activities

¨ Build a bird feeder

¨ Build a bird house

¨ Find ten different birds in your

area

¨ Look for bird’s nests in your

yard

¨ Do a report about your favorite

bird

¨ Find twenty bird photos on the

Internet

Name that Bird

1.  What bird symbolizes political and
      military strength?

2.  What bird symbolizes peace?

3.  What bird is the national symbol of
      the United States of America?

4.  What is the largest bird?

5.  What is the smallest bird?

6.  What bird symbolizes wisdom?

In 1933 the Iowa Legislature declared
the Eastern Goldfinch the official state bird. It
was chosen because it is commonly seen in
Iowa and often stays through the winter.

The Goldfinch is only about five inches in
size and lives in fields, the edge of forests,
grasslands or suburbs. It eats seeds from
dandelions, sunflowers, ragweed and evening
primrose. In late July or early August, it builds
its nest from plant materials and lines it with
thistledown. A goldfinch nest is so thickly
woven, that it can hold water.

The Goldfinch lays pale, blue-white eggs
and sits on them for about two weeks before
they hatch. When the young birds are two or
three weeks old, they leave their nest. The male
Goldfinch has a bright yellow body that fades in
the winter months with black wings, tail and the
top of its head. The female has a dull yellow
body with a brown tail and wings.

Eastern Goldfinch – Your

State Bird
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